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"What a Beautiful World" Preface
.

.

Terry Pratchett theorized that stories already exist in some capacity and the author is a
conduit to make them happen. The more I work on What a Beautiful World, the more I'm
starting to wonder if this is true. I wrote a lot over the course of this independent study, but even
so, this is not yet a finished work. The popular quote, "dying is easy, comedy is hard," applies to
fiction writing as well. The real art of fiction writing is making it look like ifs the easiest thing in
the world. I know what I want to do with the novel, even what I'm planning on doing. but the
truth is that I don't know exactly how those events will come about, nor what will happen to the
characters as I continue writing.
That all said, I can talk about some of the main creative drives behind this project. To
begin with, I wanted to tackle this as my thesis to see ifl could write a novel. Could I show the
dedication and drive necessary to undertake such a massive project? I believe I have succeeded
in this aspect. The work's goals are also fairly plain. I want people to enjoy my book. Tolkien
wrote in the foreword of the second edition of The Lord of the Rings that he intended the work
to, regarding readers, "amuse them, delight them. and at times maybe excite them or deeply
move them.'' I hope that my finished novel will also do the same. Good books always make me
happy, and I want to pay back all of what my favorite authors have done for me by giving that
feeling to others.
The story of WaB W has been long in the making. The very basic idea of characters who
helped restless spirits has been around for the entirety of it but the specifics, tone, and characters
themselves have changed drastically. With WaBW in particular . tracing where the inspiration
came from is difficult. I watched. read, and listened to many things that have in some fashion
contributed to the story- from Terry Pratchett to Hirohiko Araki. to Hitori Bisco. to Edgar
Allan Poe. to Colin Meloy. to Sufjan Stevens, to William Faulkner and so on and so forth.
However, in the very beginning, this story was a road trip story pure and simple. and I didn't
really know exactly what I wanted to do with it, but I knew I wanted to do something. Originally,
it was centered around a Civil War battlefield tour, since those are rife with ghost stories and
potential for ghost stories: however. I soon found this confining, and I started to move away
from it as I continued.
It was only as I continued watching, listening, reading, and writing that I slowly realized
what I really wanted to do with the novel. Writing the "scraps" was essential to this, as they
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allowed me to step out of the confines of plot to explore individual scenes or ideas with
characters. This let me really explore the characters, their psychologies, personalities, histories,
and even just their little quirks. Like Pratchett theorized, sometimes stories write themselves, the
author just needs to find them. So it \Vas that as I continued. I realized that this was a recovery
narrative. focused on those who have suffered harm and trauma and how they struggle and heal
after the fact. I believe these kinds of narratives to be necessary in a world becoming more aware
of mental illness and the effects of trauma on the heart and mind; healing is a process. and often
a difficult one, and ifs important to remember that!

WaBW is also still a road trip story at its heart. Ifs a story about Ed and Janet. two
friends on a trip because they both need it, because they are struggling with their troubles and
struggling with stubbornly carrying those troubles by themselves. The emotional arc concerns
them eventually coming to terms with these things and being able to continue forward. For Ed.
it's being murdered and the loneliness he feels with the approaching death of the last person from
his past. Though still unable to pass on himself, his arc allows him to start to let go of the pain
and wrath that's been eating away at him and allows him to not carry that burden alone. For
Janet, ifs the suicide of someone she knew and her powerlessness to help them. Though still
struggling with feelings of powerlessness. her arc allows her to begin to accept her shortcomings
and the help of others as well. And along the way. they talk about rock music. crash a wedding,
meet strange and interesting people, and generally have an adventure across present day
America.
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What a Beauttful World
Prologue

Jn Which Ed has a Bad Da_v

He woke up choking.
A darkness surrounded him. a terrible pain in his chest, he couldn't breathe, let alone
think of a way to get out. He was trapped. trapped in the room, in the bed. in the body that held
him. His head was heavy with it, and he was in a thousand different times and places. Tile, cloth,
grass, all choking, choking, choking, but none of it felt real. He would have ripped his own soul
out to make it stop, just to make it stop.
Racked with coughing, he eventually came back to himself.
There was blood on his pillow. He groaned and stumbled out of bed. This was the third
day in a row he woke up feeling like that. The taste of blood wouldn't leave his mouth no matter
what he did. He shook his head and tried to pull himself together. It was just him. It was just him.
Forcing himself to clean, he rummaged through his kitchen cabinets. He'd dealt with
blood stains long enough to lrnov.' how to clean them. There was another pillowcase in a tub of
cold water on the counter. He switched it out with the new one, and looked for baking soda.
Fresh out. Dammit. But, vinegar could work, he just wasn't too fond of the smell.
He realized he'd been in this dark this whole time, and switched on the light. That
choking feeling dissipated some, and it faded more and more as he moved. He just had to keep
moving. The restlessness would stay. he knew. but he'd rather deal with that than deal with the
suffocation.
He left the bloodied cloth to soak and left to compose himself into a person. He washed
his face, brushed his teeth and his hair. ignored the scarring on his chest, found something
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comfortable to wear, and when he felt like he could go outside and give the appearance that
nothing was wrong, he forced an easy smile in the mirror and went to check his mail.
His spirit eased when he saw familiar handwriting on an envelope. She hadn't written
him in a long time. and he was just thinking of writ ing her. They could have called, sure, but it
was fun to v.Tite, and they'd done it for years now. It was a shorter letter than usual.

Dear Ed. it's been awhile. hasn't it? I thought I'd Write idnce I recently learned that-
Choking.
He dropped the letter. ran to the bathroom. and puked his heart out.

When the blood stopped bubbling up in his throat. he pressed his head against the cool porcelain
and groaned. Did people even have that much blood? He thought that maybe he should eat
something and that would make him feel better. but he'd lost his appetite completely. It'd been
awhile since he'd had a reaction as bad as that, but it never stopped being unpleasant.
And then there was the letter . . .
He needed to go somewhere, anywhere. he just needed to move. Was he panicking? He
pressed his hand to his chest to check that his heai1 was still there. Thu-thump. thu-thump. a little
quicker than normal. but it steadied soon enough. Breathe, breathe, but the smell was
overpowering. He forced himself to leave the room, and he lay on the kitchen floor for a time,
trying to get himself together again.
Maybe he should just call ... but not in this state. He couldn't believe it. but why wouldn't
he believe it? It was the natural progression of things. What ·were you expecting? He thought
He expected to not have to deal with this in his lifetime. He expected it to be a distant
thing, for after all was said and done. He expected to be the one who would have to wait. But,
that's not how it happened. Deep down, he knew that it would probably happen like this. but he
hadn't been ready for it. There was a hollowness.
Breathe, breathe. . . clean air. a cool breeze. There were l ilacs growing outside. Their scent
was carried inside through the crack in the windO\v. He lay in the midst of it.
Reality washed over him with the sound of h is phone breaking the silence. He was
frozen. After it stopped ringing. he finally found it in himself to stand and see who was calling.
He was regretfully relieved that it was only Janet. and he listened to the message play while he
tried to start the day over.
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''Hey, Eddie!" she said, 'Tm thinking of taking a trip somewhere. You wanna come
along? Call me back when you can."
Hunched over the sink, he didn't give it much thought. Of course he was going. He
needed it. Good God, he needed it.

Chapter 1

In Which Ed Dreams the Da_v Away

New Orleans was a dream in the summertime. Or, at least, it certainly felt that way to Ed. He
didn't go there very often, but he found that between the warmth and the noise and the thousands
of senses and souls there was a haziness that was perfect for daydreaming. You could sit at a
corner cafe and just listen to it all for hours, drifting, drifting, drifting . . .
If he drifted anymore, he'd probably fall asleep.
He shook his head and woke himself up. He checked the time. He sighed. His friend was
late again. He hoped she'd get there soon, because he didn't really want to be left to his
daydreaming much longer. He tried to listen to the music. Here with my heart so whole. while

others may he grieving. ..
Ed wondered if maybe he was spending too much time in his head. He'd been feeling
restless again, like he didn't fit in his skin. Maybe he was overthinking it too much, worrying
himself into a steady frenzy "til it boiled every inch of him. Bottling up all that will eat you alive,
that's what dad always said, and he was always right. He was a doctor, after all. And oh my hoy.

don't you knov.· you are dear to me? It didn't stop Ed from trying though.
Light as a feather, stiff as a board. That's how it was. A hreath of l(fe and a light upon the

water. Light and air and light, how anyone could just. . .
He took a deep breath, his hand pressed hard against his heart. It was pounding, and he
could feel a tightness in his throat and an aching in the edge of his spine. He couldn't think about
that right now. It really could eat you alive.

And oh my love, ff you only knew how I long.for you ...
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Easy. easy . . . it was easy. Maybe he should pretend he v;as somebody else for awhile. talk
himself down like he'd done for others. Easy, easy ... he laughed to himself. What a thought.. .nah.
it didn't matter. It didn't matter. He was fine. He was fine.
And he was.
And he would be fine. That's what he kept telling himself. He just had to get through it.

And oh my god, what a world you have made here. It was easy. He just had to get through
it...somehow. He'd find a way, he just needed the time. and he'd get the time, he'd get it . . . he just
needed to get his mind off of it for a bit.
Earlier. he 'd gotten his fortune told. The fortune-teller drew Death and made a show out
of the doom and gloom that would certainly befall him for it. No matter how hard he tried. he
couldn't stifle his laughter. He might have believed them if they'd drawn it reversed, but
upright? No, upright, Death was one of the most positive cards in the deck! It was a sign of
change, of new beginnings and... and moving on...
"Hello? You still with us. Ed?"
He woke up to a pair of big brown eyes staring into him.
"Hey, starman! What'd you see out in the universe?"
He stood, "I was starting to think you'd never show up. Janet.''
She laughed and threw her arms around him in an embrace that would have crushed a
less-resilient man, "It's been ages, Eddie� Look at you!

..

"Ifs nice to see you too. It hasn't been that long though. "
"Felt long! I've been so busy, I haven't had time to enjoy any company! You'll have to
forgive me, I was looking at some things and lost track of time. But, I'm here now. "
He smiled, '·And I'm all the happier for it. Where're we headin'?"
"Oh, I don't know. . . where should we go . . ?" she held a thoughtful pause, "Have you ever
.

been to Boston?"
"I haven't. But, I hear it's beautiful there."
She started walking and he followed. "Great!" she said, "Then we'll end our trip there.
We'll see the ocean, eat lobster, visit Harvard. all that fun stuff. You'll love it. ''
He passed the musician and gave a generous tip, "Sounds like fun. Why Harvard
though?"
"I hear ifs haunted.'' she said.
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"Is it?"
"It can't hurt to check. We'll look over the Charles river. They say a dragon lives there.''
"Now you·re just teasing me," he said.
She shook her head, 'Tm being completely sincere. So, you know, that place may be
haunted. Strange things all around... but, that's what we're here for. It'll be fun."
He couldn't disagree with her. For all the trouble they got into. he liked travelling with
Janet. These trips had become a tradition every other year or so.
"Where are we going to start?'' he asked.
"Oh, I don't know. Let's just see where the road takes us. Though, I did hear about a
haunted house a few hours from here. out in the countryside ... "
That's usually how it went. He was happy to continue like that. "Sounds like a good
place."
She nodded, "For sure .. .I have to ask though. What were you dreaming about back there?
You looked distant."
He shook his head, "Nah, I was just thinking. Ifs just this haze, that's all,'' he tapped his
temple, "Messes with me. ya know? I'll probably daydream while we're driving too. Now
c·mon, I wanna see that river dragon too!"
And so they were off. His heart eased as soon as they hit the highway. but he couldn't
quite shake that restless feeling. He figured that Janet probably knew this, because she was often
restless as well. They each had their reasons for it. But. it didn't matter, so long as they were
travelling.
He leaned against the window and watched the scenery blow by, daydreaming. humming
to himself.

What a terrible world. what a beautiful world. what a world you have made here ...

Chapter 2

In Which Ed and Janet visit a Haunted House

It turned out that Janet hadn't just ''heard" of a haunted house. She ' d gotten a brochure for it
some time ago, and hadn't gotten the chance to go until now. Ed wouldn't be surprised if it took
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her all that time to actually read the thing. The "brochure'· was more of a novella. But. it was a
fair drive, and he had the time to read it.. .all of it.
In all honesty, he only managed to get about halfway through before his eyes started
glazing over. It was a very, very long-winded tale about the history of the house and its various
haunts. Supposed haunts anyway. You couldn "t trust these kind of places, especially when they
went to such lengths to be impressive.
In summary, Ed read that the house was said to have been built by a man by the name of
William Falk. Mr. Falk was an extremely sociable fellow who didn't much fancy war or the like.
and so was tricked into a deal with the devil to get out of fighting in the Civil War. He ended up
blown up by a stray cannon, but his constant chatter annoyed everyone in Hell so

much

that the

devil himself paid him his soul, a piece of land. and wealth beyond imagining to get him to
leave. And so it was that Mr. Falk cheerfully built himself a grand manor to entertain all matter
of guests, blissfully unaware of the fact that the devil was sending many miserable spirits to be
tormented by his inability to shut up.
Ed thought it was a fun story, he just wished it didn't get so rambly in places. The
dictated style was great. the fact that they emulated Falk's supposed chatterbox nature word-for

ward was a little much.
Janet seemed to share the sentiment. ·'l think ifd be better if it was read aloud,'" she said,
"get one of those good storytellers, ya know?"
"Yeah, but how much of the story is true? That's what I want to know."
She shrugged. "No clue. We'll find out though. Ifs just up ahead, I think."
It was the late afternoon by now. just settling into the evening. The place itself was a
picturesque Southern manor, covered in the long shadows of the oaks and willows growing all
around it. Ed was sure it was a beautiful place once, but its age showed in the chipping of the
paint, the sagging of the roof, and the rust in the iron ivy decorating the balconies. It looked
haunted, that was for sure.
And the place was completely abandoned. There was a sign reading "Under
Reconstruction'' near the gate, but nobody else was nearby.
"Oh, it's closed," Janet said, "Whatever shall we do?"
Ed laughed, "Gate doesn't look locked. Let's go from there.''
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It was usually better to go about their work when nobody else was around anyway. It
gave them more time to explore at their own pace. More pressingly, haunted places could be
unpredictable. and the less chance of somebody getting hurt, the better.
The path to the house was well-worn, with tiny sprouts poking up through the cracks in
the cobblestone. The wooden steps of the porch groaned unhappily as they approached the door.
The door itself, made of a heavy oak. wouldn't budge no matter how much they pushed or
pulled.
"It never is that easy. is it?" Janet said.
He sighed. ''It never is ... think we could try one of the windows?"
She shrugged. 'T d rather not. .. I mean. ifs noisy. could get us into some trouble with the
owner of the house if they're here."
"If they're here," he repeated.
"Yeah. Do you feel anything?"
".. . huh?''
'"You know.'· she said, ''I feel like you've got a good sense of this kind of thing. An
attunement. ''
"Oh, yeah, no, no, that's not it. You're thinking about how I'm usually the one getting
dragged into these messes."
"That's not true!''
"Janet."
"Ifs a little true, I guess ...maybe they just like you," she added, "How about you knock?"
He sighed, and approached the door himself. "Don't stand back like you think something
terrible's going to happen to me!''
"I don't know how far the door opens!'' she replied, "Besides, if something does happen-and I don't think anything will happen, but even so-- I'll be right here to make sure you're okay.''
"Alright, but you're taking me shopping for this one, okay?"
He knocked on the door, "Hello? Anyone home?"
There was a moment of silence before the door opened with a great. dramatic creaking.
Ed stepped back as it swung outward.
"Would you look at that, .. Janet said, "It seems our host has a good sense of humor."
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Ed could imagine that getting funding for the upkeep of a local eccentric· s home wasn't a
simple task, but somehow he found the inside of the manor to be in better condition than the
outside. It still looked like a haunted house. but it seemed sturdier. he thought. And he noticed
how meticulous the place seemed to be. with just the right amount of cobwebs strewn about the
chandelier, and the entrance at just the right angle to get full view of the faded portraits that lined
the walls above the stairs . . .
"Where should we staii?"" he said.
She shrugged, "Not sure. We have a lot of ground to cover in this place. How about we
split up and explore each level and then meet back here in . . . half an hour?""
"Perfect. I've got this area."
She was already halfway up the stairs. "Okay. if anything happens, just come run--"
There was a low rumble throughout the house. growing larger and larger, shaking the
ceiling, causing dust to fall and the baubles of the chandelier to jangle against each-other. The
rumble itself sounded almost mechanical, like old gears grinding against each-other, like the
place was some ancient piece of clockwork coming back to life.
While focusing on the sound. Ed realized that he "d neglected to pay attention to the fact
that the chandelier was swinging dangerously above him, and he also realized that he· d been in
way too many haunted houses to make this mistake. It was only a few seconds, but a few seconds
was a big difference. In an instinctive instant, he attempted to bolt out of the way and tripped
over the falling debris. The chandelier came crashing down. and stuck its needle point right
through his back.

Chapter 3

In Which Ed meets a Ghost Host

Ed vaguely remembered that the brochure had had a map of the house. and a few "key
haunts" mentioned. There had been a room with butterflies pinned in cases for display. It said
that their wings would flutter as if they were alive. Ed thought taxidermy was kind of creepy
though. and he didn't want anything to do with it.
Yet, there he was.
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He thought of the butterflies with pins through their backs, waiting for death to release
them .
"I say, are you alright? C an you hear me, son?"
He was also vaguely aware that somebody was talking to him, but he ' d blacked out
earlier and was taking a few moments to collect himself. What was left of himself anyway . He' d
heard about people surviving having whole lead pipes stuck through them, but that didn ' t mean it
didn ' t hurt like the dickens!
He buried his face into the carpet to muffle h i s pained groans.
"Well, miracle of miracles, you ' re still kicki ng ! " said the voice. " ' Spose you' re not in
any real danger . . . ? Maybe . . .

"

Ed steadied himself until his blurred vision came back into focus. He found the source of
the sound to be an old man bent down beside him, dressed to the 19th century nines. He was
semi-translucent, and pearly white save for a bright copper color in his eyes. He seemed more
l ike a l iving sketch than a person. h i s image shifting and flickering as i f he only existed in a
fl ipbook superimposed over the world .
"Mr. F alk, I take it?" Ed managed to choke out.
The old spirit smiled and puffed up like a rooster, "The one and the only ! " he exclaimed,
"V ery happy to make your acquaintance . though J wish it were under better circumstances. Still,
awful l ucky for the both of us it was you who got caught up in such misfo rtune ! ' '
"I s that s o . . . ?"
"You bet!" he replied, "Chandelier trick' s been actin' funny lately, we were supposed to
renovate it sooner. but the weather made it difficult t o work with all the el ectrics. You see. we ·ve
been getting a lot of rain lately and thi s house i sn · t as solid as it used to be. No sir, we · ve got to
fix it real soon . . .

,.

"But you! " he continued, " You' re awful lucky. If you were a flesh-and-blood human,
you ' d be dead right now. Darn thing' s severed your spine by the looks of it. "
"L ucky m e . . :·
"Oh, you' l l be alright, no need to worry . Hurts l ike nothin' else though I bet."
He took as deep a breath as he could, " Oh, you have no idea. Could you get thi s out of
me please?"
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He nodded, "Oh yes ! Yes, absolutely son. l et me just fi gure out how to do that . . .but, you
know. the more I think about it, the more I've got to say that rm awful disappointed I never
knew of you folk when I was alive! I ' d've loved to employ you for the show! C an you imagine
it? We ' d have the most realistic effects in any haunted house this side of New Orleans ! "
He kept going, "They ' d ask how w e did it and I ' d say, why, I ' d say 'well, an engineer
can tell you all he wants'-- since thaf s what I used to be you know -- ' b ut a magician can never
reveal his secrets ! ' ," he laughed, ''Ah, that reminds me of the old day s . . . 1925, I w as j ust starting
out and we were on top of the world ! I remember, b ack then I--"
Ed realized he wasn ' t going to stop anytime soon, and he tuned him out for the moment.
The brochure w as truer to life than he thought it'd b e . . . oh well, place seemed clean. Christ, a

haunted house. he thought, an honesr-ro-god haunred house!
He figured if d be fun if it was working properly , but he was real ly looking forward to
leaving. Leaving and sleeping .. .j ust sleeping it off. . .
The longer the chandelier was stuck through him, the more he could feel himself slowly
fr aying at the edges. F al k was friendly. there wasn' t any real danger. but god it hurt. it hurt, hurt,
hurt. and it was too close to a certain spot on his upper back for comfort. And he ' d been feeling
restless and fraying, fraying, fraying . . .

"Falk!"
The ghost stopped his monologue and returned to the situation at hand. "Oh good lord,
I ' d nearly forgotten! You have to stop me when I get going l ike that, I ' l l never stop! Alright,
now, hold still ! ' '
Ed wasn ' t sure how F alk could be under the impression that h e could move at all. He felt
a sudden chill at his back, and he clawed at the rug in an effort to keep himself together w hile the
chandelier rose out of his back before being tossed aside, landing with a clatter. He could have
screamed, but he was racked w ith a bloodied coughing first before settling into a silent
exhaustion.
Falk seemed to take this as a signal to keep talking, "There you g o ! Hope that heals
quick, looks to be quite the nasty wound. Now. tell. me , because rm curious and I haven ' t met a
lot of your folk before. How long have you been do ing thi s now?This whole revenanting thing.
That ' s what it is. right?"

"1 941 . . . " he muttered.
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"That l on g ago?! Good lord, you don' t l ook anywh ere over twenty-one ! " he was getting
riled up, "I bet it was the war that got you, wasn ' t it?! F irst was more than enough for me, can't
imagine how the second must ' ve looke d ! It' s a damned shame, I tell you, that' s why I went into
show business ! You can't hurt anybody with magic tricks! ''

Even though your set piece just bisected me, Ed thought. but he tossed it to the side. Falk
was sincere, he couldn't fault him for wanting to entertain people . . . and that aside, the p lace was
under renovations, so he was at least partially the agent of his own destruction.
Oh w e lL it worked out for the best in the end. he figured. S lowly but surely, he felt
himself stitch back together. and eventually he h ad enough strength to stand . He took a breath
and steadied himself. It sti l l hurt , but he was together and that was w hat mattered .
" . . .where ' s Janet?" he said.
"Oh, your fr iend I take it?" replied Falk, "W ell. she was awf ul worried about ya, tried to
get the chandelier out, but it was stuck too deep . I told her now , I said, ' ah. don't worry about
him, you go and look over the place as you wish, I 'll make sure he ' s alright ' . Given her reaction,
I suppose she's a revenant too?''
"That· s right."
"F ancy that. Well, you two stay safe out there ! "
"You're not corning with? "
He l aughed, "No sir, I ' m not leavin' ' ti l this place is dust in the earth ! I've still got lots of
entertaining to do until then. Ain' t it grand? A haunted house with one genuine ghost ! "
"Sounds good . . . well. tell Janet I'm going outside please."
As he started stumbling out, Falk called him back, ' 'Hey now! What about yourself?
You're really too young to be in your situation . . . "
He smiled, "We all are, Mr. Falk. That ' s the point."
And with that he walked back out into the dusk. It' d been about an hour or so, it seemed.
The moment he reached the car. he slumped against the side and slowly slid down into the grass.

What a wa_y• to start the trip . he thought.
.

.

B ut, with the crickets and the cool breeze, the eventide seemed cozy and inviting. He
closed his eyes and let himself ease into it some . Ed thought it was very kind of Falk to be
concerned . . . but. that really was the point of the whole thing. He wasn' t feeling as restless as
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before now , but he figured that this w as probably because he was very w oozy instead, and he
slow ly began to . . .
Before he knew it, he felt himself being l ifted up .
"Hey ! Hey ! I 'm awak e ! " he said.
Janet put him back down gently. 'Y
" ou didn ' t look awake.Y o u okay?"
He felt a l ot better now , that was for sure . "Y
' eah. r ll be fin e. How w as the rest of the
house?"
"It was lovely. We should come back when if s open sometime . Mr. F alk's a l ittle
eccentric, isn ' t he?"
"Oh yeah, you met him too. right?"
"Yes. Eccentric , but a k ind soul . I hope he d idn ' t talk your ear off too much."'
He shrugged, "Eh, j ust enough. L et ' s go somewhere for the night. I stil l need to sleep this
'
off. '
She looked him over. "You do look pretty rough. Don ' t worry, j ust needs time. you' ll be
alright."
"Yeah, time . . . "
"And hopefully this 'l l be the worst of it," she added affectionately, "Let ' s get going,
w e ' ve got a long way ahead of us."
Riding off into the night. Ed stared out the window for a whi le, w atching as the
countryside rushed past them. "Hey, Janet. H ow do you think they do it?"
"Hm?"
"Spirits," he said, "L ike Falk. I have to wonder how people l ike him manage to keep it
together. I haven ' t really met a lot of stable spirits, y ou know ."
'' Of course you haven ' t,'" she replied, ''Content spirits usuall y don ' t have reasons to stick
aroun d. Why ask?"
"It ' s nothing,'' he said, "I was j ust thinking about it."
I f she wanted to press him on it, she didn ' t. and the rest of the night went on with the
radio as the on ly voice present.

Chapter 4

In Which Ed and Janet Swing with Sinners
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Ed really did feel better after some rest, and he felt pretty relaxed w atching the world go by as
they drove along. Specifically. he was watching the signs go by . When you got to a certain point
in travelling, you started to notice specific patterns in the nature of the billboards you passed by .
At first, it was baffling, but now it was almost a game. What ' s the pattern going to be this
time? Guns, Porn, Jesus? Jesus, Guns, Porn? Some exciting variation thereof? Or maybe they ' d
see more involving lots of gratuitous photoshop. zombie makeup, and quotes that Jesus never
said. He had to wonder if the people putting them up were aware of how rid iculous they could
get.
Eventually , however, the crop of roadside billboards w ent dry for awhile, and he and
Janet had to find something else to talk about. The radio hummed on, there's a starman waiting

in the sky. Janet kept time to the music as she spoke .
"You think Bowie was a medium?''
The question left Ed a bit out of water. " . . . as in D avid?"
"Yeah," she replied, "He had those odd eyes you know . "
H e gave this some thought, "I mean . . .rm n o t up o n my B ow ie scholarship, but to be
honest, nothing would surprise me at this point. You start to notice the supernatural more often
when you ' re a part of it, ya know ?'' he sighed, "I m ean, good lord, I didn 't know a friend of mine
was a medium until he saw me . . . and he had odd eyes too, now that I think about it. . . ''
"Oh? You knew a medium?"
He nodded, "Yeah . . . he kept getting into situations that resulted in inj ury, kept coming by
the clinic . . . eventually, we j ust kind of became friends. He had a really vibrant personality .
"C ' mon, Ed, let's go out tonight'', "You know , I can get you a favor if you need one'·, "Oh, I
could probably dodge the draft if I wanted to , return a favor and get you out too" . . . " he laughed a
little, feeling nostal gic .
Janet laughed too, "He sounds like he was i n the mafia or something w ith all that talk of
favors ."
"Oh, he was . "
"Wait, seriously ? ! ''
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.. Yeah. got wrapped up with a local gang as a teenager . . .h e got out though," E d said, but
he paused to think for a moment before adding, "Or, at least, rm pretty sure h e got out . . .he died
in his sleep a couple years ago, and I doubt that could have happened if he didn' t get out."
"Did you keep in touch?'' she asked.
He shrugged, "From time to time. I had mor e people in on it than I expected to be in on
it. . . still, it's wild, I think by the end of ' 41 th ere was only one normal human person in my entire
friend group . . . '

'

She nodded, "W ell . that does happen. It' s easy to miss when you aren ' t looking for it.
Whatever happened to the person out of the loop? "
"Oh, she wasn "t out of the loop, just out of the trouble . . . she · s got a good life, really made
it. I ' m really happy for h er, but now . . . "
It was at this moment that Ed realized he' d s aid too much . H e didn't really w ant to bring
it up with Janet, not when he w asn't even sure of how to bring it up w ith h imself. Instead, he
looked out th e window . There was a new batch of road sign s on the way.
"Oh ! Hey, you think we'll see more from th ose doomsday peop le?"
"I hope not . . .

"

"Why?"
"Don ' t get me wrong," she said, "I think if s funny and all, but you get to a point where
th ese kinds of people j ust drive you crazy ."
They passed one of the signs. It advertised a local church not too far o ff, which boasted
of healing masses. A young pastor, hands raised, smiling radiantly as the sun shone on him and
his congregation. "Come. all ye who suffer in sin! Be cleansed. be h ealed ! Nothing is impossible
with The Lord!'" it read.
"I guess there ' s a miracle mass a few miles from here" Ed said, "I didn ' t think they still
did those. Do you know--"
Janet glanced at the sign and immedi ately turned off onto the country road, knocking Ed
into the window . "Hey ! What ' s the hurry ? ! ''
There was a determined blaze in her ey es, partly a kind of mischief and partly a kind
of. . . frustration maybe? E ither way , she kept her gaz e firmly placed on the road ahead as she
spoke, "I wanna see it ! H ave you ever been to a miracle mass?"
"Like I said, I didn ' t think th ey were still a thing.''
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She laughed, "Believe me, it ' s going to b e

interesting!"
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This is one o f those '·anachronistic charters··. I kno\:v this sequence of events will happen.

somcwl1ac, but

the chapters preceding it have yd to make it into the full narrative. and so this is

kept off to the side. For some context. it is a t1ashback scene after the protagonist is injured in a

confrontation.

Jn which there is a scheme and a visitation
When all w as said and done , it had all been Frost ' s idea. With that in mind, Ed coul d
possibly follow the line of reasoning a s to how h e c ame t o go along with the idea. D a d usually
had good ideas . He was usually a very sensib le person who gave very sensible advice.
Everything he did was, well, sensible. So Ed figured that, natural ly, this idea would also be
sensible, and the way he made it sound certainly seemed sensibl e, but in the actual moment . . .
"This is a terrible idea."
Frost sighed, " C ' mon, Eddie, you came along by your own free will and w e ' re already
here ."
"Yes, but I don ' t know what came over me, because this is a terrible idea ! " he said, "I
can ' t see her like this ! She ' ll think I faked my death or something, that ' d be awful . . . "
"Nonsense," he replied, "You are n ' t going to be visiting her like this . "
"Wait, what?"
"Yo u ' l l be "haunting" her technically . You'l l be a spirit. Ifs not like you have many
other opti ons . " '

Ed paced nervously in the alley, his shoes crunch i n g agai n st the snow a s he tho ug ht it
over. It was true, they were already there, hiding out in the dark alleyway near Lou ' s building.
And it was true. he didn' t have a lot of opti ons. Dad had seen him all melanchol ic, thinking
about how he had to leave and all , and he said 'I have an idea,' and Ed thought that this was a
great i dea, because he ' d get to say a good and proper goodbye and-He shook his head. "You know , maybe I should just write instead . "
"You could, but it's not going to he lp. Listen, this w i l l b e good fo r the both o f you. You
get some closure . The last time Lou-Anne saw you and you saw her, you were dying. I know
you've been keeping these things locked up, but that ' s going to e at you alive someday, you
know."
"I know , but will seeing me dead be any better? And that aside . . . " he drifted off for a
moment, and when he spoke again his voice was faded, "I don't know if I could keep myself
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together like that . . .I mean, what if something goes wrong and I fal l apart or something? People
could get hurt and I --"
Frost gently placed his hands on his shoulders, "It won't happen. I ' l l see to that. You can
go and say your goodbyes, come back, and be returned to yourself in no time flat. It'll be alright.
Have a l ittle faith. And you do want to see her, right?"
'' I do . . . ..
"You want to speak with her?"
''V ery much so . . . "
"And I know for a fact that she wants the very same thing, " he smiled, "So we 're all
settled. I believe she ' s asleep right now, so if s probably the best opportunity you 'll have."
.
He took a deep breath, ' ' Okay . Okay, I 'll try it. I' ll . . . I 'll try it.'
"Okay. Now, do you trust me? "
Ed felt a certain trepidation w ith the way he said it. Nonetheless, he responded, "Of
course I do. "
"Good, good . I ask, because inducing that state would b e difficult otherwise. Don ' t be
afraid to resist, it ' s only natural and I won't take it p ersonally. And, of course, it' 11 hurt, but only
for a little bit."
" What are you going to do?"
In a rare event, Frost looked obviously uncomfortable, "Well . . . normally, the loss of one ' s
corporeal form is triggered by fight o r flight situati on s . Essentially, in states of extreme distress,
you have an emergency escape. To induce that . . . ''
Ed closed his eyes, "Just get it over with, I don't--"
Before he could say another word, Frost thrust him up against the wall, his hands
wrapped around his neck. In an instinctive pan ic, he fought against him, kicking at the air and
clawing at his hands . He never really realized how strong Frost was until that strength was turned
against him. For a mutual cause or not, it was nothing short of terrifying, and he was almost
grateful when he could feel himsel f slipping away.
That is, until it hit him . He was light as a feather, and everything \Vas happening all at
once. A thousand voices, a thousand memories. a burning in his chest and a tightness in his
throat. He was dying, he was dead, he ' d been murdered, murdered by someone he knew,
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someone he trusted, and there was despair and fury in equal measure, because it w as happening
again, it was happening again, it was-He felt a pair of hands against his face, " S hhh, shh, easy , Eddie, easy. Can you hear me?
Li sten, it's alright, you' re alright. Remember?This w as all the plan, this w as all supposed to
happen. and you ' l l be alright. Do you know where you are?T e l l me about this place and why
w e ' re here . "
"I . . . " Slowly, h e came back to himself.T h e world returned t o focus and h e returned to
the present. He still felt very li ght, and somewhat unlike himself. but he had enough presence of
mind to function, at least.
" l ' m ... I ' m outside of Lou-Anne's apartment . I t ' s late December, and it' s snow ing. We
came here to talk to her . . .

"

"That's right. You with me?"
"Dad .. . l ef s not do that again.''
"Okay. Hopefully. this w ill be the only time you have to induce this state," he carefully
lifted his hands from h i m, "Alright, you should be good to go. I ' ll stay here for awhile and step
in j ust in case something goes wrong . "
"You' ll blow your cover. ''
"It doesn' t matter so long as I ' m keeping you all safe . Now , time waits for no man, so go
on up and talk to her. Just go and talk, you'll know w hat to say . "
H e took another breath and smiled weakly, "God, I sure hope s o . "
With that, h e l e t himself loose. drifting upwards. Somehow, h e felt more stable than
usual. He figured that it was due to Frost' s influence more than anything, and he promised
himself that it wouldn ' t go to waste. He tried to keep himself calm, even as he frayed at the
edges.
Eventually, he reached her window and slipped in through the glass, nothing but breath
on the wind. Breath on the w ind, l i ght and air and light. very l ight, but he needed to keep it
together. He felt almost normal, j ust. .. a little to the s ide of it. He needed to focus.
He found her fast asleep at her piano bench, surrounded by crumpled up paper and
discarded pencils . Frost had mentioned that she'd been working on something. Probably too
much . . . she looked exhausted. C areful not to di sturb her, he moved her hair out of her face. Ed
hated to wake her up.
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"Lou? ' ' he whi spered, "Hey . . . c' mon. If s late, you should be sleeping ."
''I am sleeping," she muttered.
"You'll w ake up all stiff if you sleep like that. Lay on the couch at least."
Slowl y , she rose, and she didn' t notice him at first. To her credit, he tried to stay out of
sight. This was a terrible idea. this was a terrible idea, but good god he was overj oyed j ust to see
her, just to see her after all this time . . .
She steadied herself against the side of the piano . "What are you doing here . . . ?"

"1...1 came to see you," he said, "I heard you .. . I wanted to see you. I really wanted to see
you."
' 'This isn't right" she murmured, "Oh God . . . !''
She gasped and fell back, pressing herself against the w all, eyes wide, "Oh God, what are
you doing here? What are you doing here? I ' ve told you before, I coul dn ' t do anything," tears
spilled down her cheeks, ''I couldn ' t do anything, I couldn' t do anything at all ! I ' m sorry . . . l ' m
sorry, I should have seen something, I should have known. I should have been quicker, but I
couldn't do anything, I j ust couldn ' t . Haven ' t I told you that already ?''
He coul dn ' t speak, he could only stand there, helpless. He could feel himself start to cry,
the tears falling and vanishing before they hit the fl oor. He had to keep himself together. " What
are you talking about?"
Her legs trembled, but her eyes were furious. "Stop looking at me like that ! I can ' t bear
it. . . I can't keep doing this, j ust leave me alone, leave me alone already . . . ! I can ' t keep watching
you die, and you, you

always

come back and stare at me, as if I should have done something. "

The anger in her voice lessened, and she continued, "Why do you keep coming back?
You must hate me now, to keep coming back . . .

''

"That ' s not true . . . '' he said. and he could feel strength returning to his voice, "that ' s not
true at all ! Why would I hate you?" he reached out towards her. but didn ' t dare to move forward.
"You ' re not even really here," she said, "I know that, I do. These are all j ust things I tell
myself. Pathetic, I know . God, I wish you'd stop showing up when I ' m trying to sleep. . . "
Fraying, fraying, it was all fraying at the edges, "Lou-Anne, I ' m right here ! I ' m here
now ! I t ' s strange . .. I ' m so happy to see you at all . I want to help you, please let me help you,"
The room began to flicker, and everything started to happen all at once. He fought to
keep himself together, "You know , I wanted nothing more than to see you! I didn 't want you to
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see me, I wanted to see you. You were there, and now I'm here ! I w ant to help you, but I don 't
know if I can, and,"
And he was breath and light and light, very light, and in h i s vi sion he was lying delirious
on the bed at the clinic, a false recreation in many ways, but mostly because he was able to
speak, "and you're here. Do you know how much I ' ve been wanting to see you? Lou? It ' s okay,
it' s okay, don ' t worry about me . Are you okay? Can you hear me . . . ?"
And it was happening again, it was happening again, it was h appening-He fe lt l i ke he'd gotten the w ind knocked out of him. and he fell to the floor with a solid,
painful thud. It stopped hurting quickly, but it was enough to get him back to himself and realize
that he ' d become corporeal right in front of her. There seemed to be a heavy silence for a very
long time, he staring up at her, she looking back at him.
The reel started up again.
Lou-Anne dove into him. her head pressed up against his ch est. He wrapped his arms
around her, one hand at her back, the other cradling her head.
After a time, she spoke. Her breath w as shaky, but the words were c lear . "You ' re alive."
"Yeah . . . " he said, "yeah, I am . I ' m sorry I scared you . . . "
"No , don 't. . . don't. I ' m tired, let me have th i s ..

.''

He was tired too. and his head was absolutel y swimming. H e always felt l i ke that
afterwards. He wondered how stable spirits functioned. What w as it like, to be able to keep from
being overwhelmed by it all? Maybe it j ust came from practice. B ut, all th ings considered, Ed
fi gured that it probably w asn ' t very safe for him to "practice" th at kind of thing. not when it was
all so fresh . And then there was Lou-Anne . . .
He had held onto the hope that maybe she w ould be okay . And she was, kind of, but all in
time, all in time. At the very least, they had this moment. With the both of them spent, there grew
another bout of silence. Lou-Anne was the first to speak.
" You know . . . " she said, '' I did this at the clinic."
"I don ' t remember that."
"I ' m not surprised you don ' t. You were sleeping. I wasn ' t thinking straight. I pressed my
ear to your heart to l isten. It was a stupid. sentimental thought," she said, "I w anted to try and
memorize the rhythm of your heartbeat . but it was all out of time." she clutched at his shirt. '· And
then it stopped. It stopped and I h adn ' t figured it out yet . . ."

24

She sighed, "L ike I said, it was a stupid, sentimental thing. I wasn't thinking."
"And now?"
'Tm still try ing to get it. . .and you' re warm . . . "
He smiled a little, "I wi sh I knew that . . .you don' t know how much it would have meant to
me. Christ. . .! was so scared, L o u . if s all just . . . it's a lot. But. we ' ll be okay . right? We ' l l be
okay."
"I really did come by to talk with you," he c ontinued, "I have to start over elsewhere, and
I wanted to say a proper goodbye. So much for that, huh? I ' m sorry, L ou, I ' m really sorry . "
"What have you got t o b e sorry for? Getting shot? Being scared? That' s not your fault.
You did scare me, but who wouldn ' t be scared, really? And here I thought I was having a
nightmare. You aren't yourself in those ."
"I see . . . I don ' t think I was myself earlier either."
She held him tighter, "No. that was definitely you . . . "
"What should we do now? I didn't think thi s was how it was going to happen."
"What did you th ink would happen?" sh e asked.
He shrugged, "I don ' t really know .. .I didn ' t think I ' d fall apart like that though . I have a
lot of things to tell you about. This is a lot, I know i t ' s a lot."
"It can wait 'ti! morning . . .I ' m tired. I f s late . I should go to bed . You too ."
"That's true . . . "
They didn ' t move.
" . . . have you got it memorized?" he asked.
She parted from him. "I ' v e had it for awhile now. I j ust l ike hearing it," she laughed a
little as she began to stand, ''ow . . .I think I banged up my knee tackling you like that. Good lord,
I ' m exhausted . . . and you must be as well. yes? '"
He stood himself and leaned against the back of a chair, "Very. I ' d love to talk more, but
I ' m a little out of it, right now. "
"Well , i t can wait 'til the morning," she took his hand. "Come on. let ' s get some sleep,
we can talk it over in the morning."
He knew it was real, even if it didn't feel like it. He couldn't help but feel that there was
some gentle mock i ng of the scene she described earlier. He lay there on his side, and she with
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her head buried in his chest. With all that had happe ned, it seemed that they fel l asleep almost as
soon as they ' d laid down .
But, it was very peaceful, he thought. . . so maybe this wasn ' t such a bad idea after all .

When E d woke up i t was already mid-morning. Still drowsy, he turned away from the
light shining through the curtains and wrapped him s elf up fu rther in the blankets. He easily could
have gone back to sleep, but a few thoughts crossed his mind. F irstl y , this didn 't seem like his
bed. Secondly, this did n ' t seem like his room. Thirdly, he remembered a specific thought from
the night before.

Oh,

he had thought,

I 'fljust lay here awhile. I might.fall asleep.for a little bit, but when I

wake up I'll go. yeah. I 'If go then ...
And then he fell asleep and now he was wak i ng up and it was ten thirty in the morning
and he was still at Lou-A nne ' s .
But she was gone .
He scrambl ed o ut of the bed, grabbed his shoes and his coat, and tried to . . . tried to what?
He couldn ' t really

leave

at this point, not without saying something. He had no reason to

not

say

something . L ou-A nne knew now, that was j ust the fact of the matter . He ' d overslept and the cat
was long since out of the bag.
Carefully, he wandered out and found Lou-Anne sitting casually at her kitchen table, a
pot of coffee on the sto ve . "Hello, sleeping beauty," she said, "you ' re a very heavy sleeper, do
you know that?"
"So I ' ve been told . . .

"

"If I ' m being honest, I was starting to worry a little," she said, "I tried to wake you up
earlier, but you wouldn't respond no matter what."
He ran hi s hand through his hair, ·'Yeah . . . you're being awf ully casual about all of this . "
She shrugged, "Oh, believe me, I ' m confu sed a s a l l hell, but mainly I ' m j ust happy
you ' re alright. Coffee?"
"Do you have milk and sugar?"
She nodded, "Right, right, I forgot that you 're a cowar d . "
H e laughed, "I ' m sorry I prefer drinks that don't sucker punch me . "
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''Cowardly, " she took a long drink and changed the subject, "You know, I thought about
what I could do to mess with you once you woke up . My favorite idea was that when you woke
up, I ' d let the shoulder of my nightgown fall and tease my hair or something, and I ' d say ' oh,
Edward, you were
it' d be very,

wonderful,'

or something to that effect. You would be very embarrassed and

very funny . "

She sighed, "But, the more I thought about i t , the less I wanted t o d o it. I can't undercut
this with a j oke . . . "
He poured milk and then some coffee, "But, you can undercut it by teasing me over sleep
and coffee?"
" I ' d l ike to pretend that things are normal . ' '
H e held the m u g for a time, just letting i t warm h i s hands. " S o would I . . . " h e said.
"But, this is j ust where we are now, isn't it? My, what a night, what a night . . . " she
replied.
They sat in silence together for a time . Everything felt almost normal except . . . except not
really. Nothing could be normal now, the whole game had changed. He knew that they both
knew that, but it didn't make it any more difficult to accept. The fact of the matter was that what
happened happened, and there was no getting around or away from it. Not right now, anyway.
Maybe in time, they could, but not now.
He wondered when Lou-Anne woke up. She still looked tired , and he figured that maybe
this was part of what dad had been talking about. Lou had always tried to keep her cards against
her chest. The only exceptions were in her letters and in her music . H e ' d heard about noise
complaints over the rest of that summer . . .
Ed didn ' t remember the last few months. Apparently, he ' d slept thr ough them, which
wasn 't unusual, according to Frost. It was also , apparently, unsurprising that he'd had such a
reaction. H e ' d done something similar the last time. B ut, he didn ' t want to think about it.
"Hey . . . " he said quietly, "are you okay?"
She smiled at him, "I 'm fine. You don ' t have to worry about me, I can take care of
myself."
"I never said you couldn ' t," He paused a moment, "Let me be honest then. I ' m terrified. I
haven ' t felt like myself since June. I don ' t really understand it. It' s like I don ' t belong in my own
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skin, l ike I shouldn' t be here, even though I know that this body is mine-- or, at least, it' s

very

similar to mine-- and th at I was offered to come back like thi s . ' ·
H e steadied hi s hands against the mug, holding it tightly t o keep them from shaking, "I ' m
telling everyone that I ' m fine, but I ' m not. Y o u kno w I ' m not. It' s not fine, nothing' s fine right
now. I j ust don't know how to feel, because I ' m fee ling

everything . . ."

She was si lent for a time. "I can ' t do anything for you . . .

,.

she said.

" I know," he replied, "You don " t have to. I j ust wanted to tel l somebody . I haven' t told
anybody . "
"Not even your dad?"
He shook his head, "I don 't want him to worry about me. And I don't want you to worry
either. but I wanted to be honest with you anyway."
"I guess fair 's fair then .. .it's hard to h ide things from you, isn ' t it?" she said, laughing a
little.
"I think I ' ve known you long enough to be able to read you pretty wel l . "
"Fai r ' s fair, fair 's fair . . . you ' re right," she said. "Noth ing ' s fine right now. I won 't lie, it
hit me pretty hard . . . but, 1 don· t want people to

knoVi · that.

And I know that things are only going

to get worse , so I ' ve got to keep myself together. I g et up, I go to work, I go about my day. I
keep my h ealth . . . only thing is th at I ' ve been losing a lot of sleep . "
" D o y o u remember when I told y o u about h o w I used t o have waking nightmares?" she
said, "I ' d be ly ing in bed. and suddenly r d be paralyzed, and all sorts of creatures would come
out of the woodwork of my room . . . they ' ve started happening again. Except now it ' s j ust you.
Just you, standing in the corner, looking like you want me to do something. "
" S o last night. . . ?" h e asked .
"Like I said, I thought it was another nightmare. B ut, I probably sh ould h ave figured
someth ing out earlier. You never talk in my nightmares. It really isn ' t much like you at all. j ust
enough to keep me from sleeping. It' s really very infuriating . . .j ust th is whole thing. I don 't know
h ow long I can keep it up . . .

"

She reached across the table and took his hand, lacing her fingers through his, "I didn ' t
want t o tell anybody either."
"Is there anything I can do?'· he aske d .
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"Write to me," She stood and came closer t o him, " I ' ve m i s s ed you a lot, you know. I ' d
like it if you could stay here, but that ' s j ust not going to happen. S o write to me, like we used to
do. You're not vanishing off the face of the earth, y ou're j ust moving, aren't you? It' ll be our
little secret. "
''I can d o that . Anything elseT'
"Well . . .you should probably be going soon," she leaned down until they were face-to
face, "and I know this can ' t go anywhere. Not now, anyway . But, I ' d still like one. "
"Just one?"
'Td

like more,

but then I could never l et you to leave."

"I could say the same."
Ed stood, took her face in his hands, and gently kissed her.
He wondered what their lives would look like if things had been different. But, he didn ' t
spend much time o n the thought. This was alright. They ' d be alright .
She smiled, "It ' s good to have you back. Now, go home. Shoo ! Get out of here ! Don 't
forget to write ! "
He waved back, " I won ' t ! ''
And as soon as he was out of sight, he took a deep breath, wiped his eyes, and went
home.

*

*

*

Ed slowly came to to the sounds of medical machinery and the sight of an unfamiliar
ceiling. He felt hazy, but had enough sense of self to know that he was whole and, most
importantly, back to himself. Though, now that he thought about it, maybe that wasn ' t
completely true.

No, that was definitely you . . .
She ' d been right. Strange that he should feel so unlike himself when it was j ust. . .him.
Maybe it was j ust that he felt ashamed to fall apart l ike that and let his heart b leed freely. Oh,
forget the "maybe", he knew that' s what it was . Everything was fine . Nothing was fine .
Absolutely nothing. B ut, there were worse things, was he worth the worry ? Probably not.
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he thought, and he pulled himself out of it and closer to the fluorescent

Enough se(f-p ity,

lighting. He blinked in it, still feeling dizzy .
Looking over, he saw Janet sitting at his bedside. She smiled, "Hey, there you are," she
said, "I was starting to get worried."
"Where am I . . . ?"
"Hospital,'' she replied, "I couldn't really hide you after you collapsed, so we got kind of
wrapped up in the EMTs ' business. But, we ' ve got one of our own here, so I managed to get you
aside. Still, they ' ve got you hooked up to a few things. D o n ' t worry, I can get you out no
problem. Talk to me while I ' m doing this, okay? H o w are you feeling?"
"Bad," he replied .
She started her rounds carefully, ''Well, that ' s not surprising. You should feel better in a
bit though. How many fingers?"
"I don't know . . . '

'

"You really are out of it, huh?"
He stared up at the ceiling listlessly . There seemed to be a distance to everything. Even
his own body fe lt far away somehow. He was whole, yes, but . . . he remembered this fee ling.
That ' s right, he remembered the last time he felt like thi s .
I t had been when he was dying.
He still wondered what dad gave him . . .he never really asked. He always figured it had
been a result of some kind of painkiller and the near death experience, but the symptoms didn ' t
line up. It was a floaty kind of feeling, and distant, very distant . . .and h e was seeing things too, he
remembered the shimmering image in the dim light. A strange dream o f. . . something.
Well, he felt more grounded at least, and he wasn't seeing things either, so there was that.
Still, it seemed like he was dri fting in and out of the room, out on the water somewhere far, far
away .
"Eddie? C ' mon, talk to me," Janet said. S he was at the other side of the bed now, "Can
you hear me?"
"I can hear you."
''Good. I doubt you can walk--''
She was right, he didn ' t have any sensation from his chest down.
"--so let me carry you out, okay?"
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He freely let her scoop him up . "I ' m sorry . "
"Nah, you ' re not heavy. I kind of like carrying you, actually," she said, " I t makes m e feel
like a knight in a storybook , protecting all things precious to them."
"You're too much . . . "
"Maybe I am, but you are dear to me, you k now," she said , "A lot of people really love
you, Eddie . . . "
He closed his eyes and felt his breath steady as they walked. "What makes you say that?"
"I don ' t want you forgetting that," she replied, 'Tve seen what happens when people
forget. Those depths are difficult to get out of."
He laughed a little, "I haven't forgotten. You shouldn ' t worry about m e . "
"See, it's talk like that that

does worry

me ! "

The cool breeze revived him a little. H e was still exhausted, but h e felt more present, "I ' 11
be okay. What time is it?'"
"It ' s three in the morning . I don 't think it should be hard for you to pretend to be asleep
when we get back," she said, "And of course I know you ' ll be okay . B ut, I c an ' t help but worry
anyway ."
Slowly , sensation started to return to him, but the weakness remained as wel l . He ' d really
done a number on himself. hadn't he? I t ' l l eat you alive . . . that was true. He could feel it gnawing
at him, fraying him at the edges. It all seemed so long ago and too recent. B ut, now, it didn ' t
really seem to fit anywhere. It was j ust something that happened, and i t didn't really matter right
now.
It was only a symptom of a greater issue . He waited until they were back in their room to
speak up.
"Hey . . . " he said, "Cards on the table."
She laid him down on the bed " What do you mean?"
"I mean that I ' ve been keeping secrets. I ' ve been going through something lately, but I
didn't want you to worry, so I didn ' t say anything . "
"Yeah?"
" Yeah . . . like you said, I ' m not heavy. I can carry myself for awhil e . There are heavier
hearts to hold. What' s wrong with me, Janet? It' s l ike my heart won ' t stop pounding, and most
days I don't notice it, but I think it' s gotten worse l ately . . . "
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He continued, "Lou' s sick, she ' s gotten worse over the last couple of months . . . and I
know that my last living friend dying should probably be a sign that I oughta be packing up and
heading out . . . but I can' t . I don ' t know why, but I can ' t. I f anything, I feel more restless than ever
and . . . and lonely . I know I shouldn't, but I do. Everyone ' s leaving, but I ' m still here . "
·'People are strange . . . " she said, "if it ' s anything, you' re not the only one who feels out
of place . It sounds like you care deeply for her . "
"I d o . . . " h e sai d .
"Explains your grief, I suppose . . . maybe one day I ' ll better understand. Oh well . You look
like you 're about to drop off at any moment, so I ' l l let you sleep . ' '
''Janet," he said, "no more secrets, okay? Don't think I can ' t see something ' s bugging
you too. "
"Alright, no more secrets," she said, "Don't worry about it. We ' ll talk i n the morning. "
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,
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"You say you haven 't had a hard life, but I don't think that ' s true . '·
It took him by surprise. H e didn't know how to respond to that. He kept his gaze forward,
looking over the river, trying to keep face. "What do you mean?" he asked.
Her voice was l ow, so only he could hear, "Just what I said . You say you haven't had a
hard life, and I think most people would believe you," she took his hand, palm up, "your hands
are soft, delicate, almost, and your skin is smooth and pale . . .

"

Her own hands were very soft, he thought, and he wished he could have held them.
"You look like you live and breathe aristocracy . . . but, anyone important is going to notice
how scared you look."
He could hear oth ers coming and snatched his hand away from her.
She sighed, and didn 't say anything until others had pas sed .

Idea 88

A different idea
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to
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\\ ilh Quincy · s R o m a n ticism

can

be

prcuy fun though . )

Every day was a dance. It looked simple, sure, but the truth was that every single step
was calculated and intricate. Quincy figured that everyone was doing the same thing, following
the same rhythm, the same dance, day in, day out, s i mple as that. B ut, he felt their eyes on him,
and heard the talk, whispered in coordiors, whispered in his ears. They were watching him,
waiting,

when are you going to show your true colors ? They already knov1 · who you are, they 're

just waiting.
Step-by-step, stand tall , eyes forward,

motion.

they 'll never know just how much you doubt every

But, wouldn ' t they? It must have been obvious, with how he overslept, with the classes

missed. with how he broke his hand against the j aw of A ndrew McKinney , the bastard . . . and they
laughed, j ust laughed, and tol d him he was overreacting and-"--your medicine?"
He was snapped b ack to reality. He was at the bridge overlooking the river. It was dusk ,
and crickets filled the air.

There you go again. off in your head No wonder people think you 're

crazy.
'Tm sorry?" he said.
Jeanette didn't miss a beat. "Have you been taking your medicine?"
"Oh, yes, I ' ve been taking it."
He hadn ' t .
"It ' s . . . helping," h e added.
It hadn 't.
It helped him sleep, if anything, but it gave him frightening dreams, and it did nothing for
the noise. He felt like filth lying to her,

because you are.filth,

but . . .he couldn ' t let anyone know.

Jeanette · s eyes were beautiful. She was so tal l , he had to stare up in to them. They shone
a honey golden in the l i ght. Jeanette, he thought, was really beautiful for
She was very beautiful.
"Hey, look at me,"

a--
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He tensed, but she gently turned his face to her, "There ' s no one else here . It' s okay, let
me j ust take a l ook at you."
"Why?"
It came out more defensively than he' d meant it to .
''Because I can see things. I want to see what I can see . ''
H e didn ' t know what she meant and h e didn 't want t o ask. Instead, h e put o n a brave face
and looked her in the eye.
Her eyes shone golden in the light. He could have drowned in honey . B ut , they always
seemed to be staring into his soul, and he didn't want her looking there. Still , he couldn' t look
away now .
She smiled a t him, "Quincy, what d o you want in your life? More than anything."
The rehearsed words came to him.

I want to study to become a lawyer like my father, and

uphold the traditions and name ofthe honorable Corey family.
There was a small voice in the back of his mind . It sounded more l ike his own than the
others. In a bare whisper, it said

I want to be a good person. I want to be pleasing in the eyes of

Heaven and in your eyes. I want to be brave enough lo standfbr myself I want to love someone.
I want to be loved by someone. I want-"1 don ' t know. "

Idea 36

In Which there is a Shenanigan at a hotel
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.
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.

Ed held tightly to his side . He attempted to keep a cool, non-suspect demeanor, but
feeling the warmth slowly seeping through his j acket. he felt his willingness to keep up the act
seeping away as well.
"Yes, we ' d like a room please," Janet said, speaking quickly, but noticeably without
panic, "Two people, j ust for tonight, nothing much, ya know?"
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The graveyard shift desk clerk (Ed's hasty analysis led him to bel ieve that they were
probably a college student on a summer j ob) nodded drowsily, "Oh, sure, that ' s fine," she said,
"Let me see what we have avai lable . . . do you want one or two beds '?"
Janet looked back at him, ''Uh . . . '?"
"I

really don't

care," he replied, going for d evil-may-care and coming out as lightly

agonized. It was a thin line.
"Just one," she sai d .
The clerk j ust kept nodding, "yeah, we've got a few . . . would y o u prefer. . . ?"
S he started going o n about various features and non-features o f the rooms and eventually,
Ed decided to take initiative because he was starting to

drip .

He waltzed over to the front desk,

leaned against Janet, and tried to put on the appearance of flirtation .
His mouth said, "Darling, I don't know how much more of this I can take . . .
But his eyes said, "Sweet Jesus Christ, Janet, I am actively bleeding out,

"

please do

something!"
He noticed her eyes dart to the lightly bloodied floor and back to him. Her tone took on a
honey sweetness as she caressed his face, "Just a little longer, baby ," she said, "Any room is
fine . "
The clerk seemed more awake now, "Uh, y o u sure? I have a honeymooners special here
if--"

"Any room is fine,''

Ed said.

Janet pressed her hand against his side. He took a sharp breath and she leaned closer to
his ear, her mouth out of view of the clerk.

"Sorry, sorry! I thought more pressure would help!"

she whispered, before turning her

attention back to the clerk. "We really aren ' t picky . "

"A ny room is.fine," h e repeated,

breathless.

The clerk, blushing furiously , fumbl ed with a set of keys, "Uh, yes, of course, uh . . . !" she
handed them to Janet, "First floor, down the hall, that way ! "
"Oh, you ' re a dol l ! Thank you ! '' Janet said, and she kept her hand on Ed's side until they
were out of view, wherein she picked him up and broke into a steady run. Almost immediately
after getting into the room, she dropped him into the bathtub .
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"God in Heaven that was dicey ! " Ed panted, try ing to get his j acket off without making
things worse .
"Hold sti l l , let m e take care o f it ! " She pulled i t off of him with ease, "The shirt too, off,
off! Move your hands, I can ' t do anything if l can ' t see it ! "
He put his arm o ver h i s eyes,

"Jesus Christ,

this is worse than the impaling . . . d o you see

it?"
"Probably because you aren ' t numb to this one. And can you really not look? You
worked in a clinic for years, Eddie ! "
"Call it stress," he said, "It ' s been a long time since I ' ve been on the receiving end o f this
kind of thing and I ' m trying not to pass out."
"Well, hang on, hang on, let ' s back up for a moment here, eh? Lef s take a minute and
j ust--"
He could hear steps in the hallway,

"I'd really pre. fer doing this.first ifyou don 't mind. "

"I'm getting to it, I ' m getting to it ! " she said, "I know it hurts, just hold out, alright?
Least we can clean this up easier, right? Okay, hold sti l l , hold stil l , "
She grabbed the broken handle and carefully started t o draw i t out. Knowing that they
were at the far end of the hal l and in a fairly empty hotel, didn ' t make much effort to hide the
pain. "Ah ! Ah, ah, owowowow!"
"Oh, I think it ' s serrated . . . " Janet muttered, "Come on. come on. j ust a bit more ! " With
one swift pull, she yanked it out.
He gasped before fal ling back, panting. "Go d in Heaven . . . the hel l . . . "
"What should we do with this then . . . ?" She asked, holding the dripping knife above the
bathtub, "Boy , we ' re going to have to think of something to clean with . . . "
"Just get the water running, it ' l l take care of itself. . . "
Janet sighed, "Well , at least you're a good sport. I ' l l get the next one , don' t worry ."
His eyes drifting, he noticed a shadow just outside the door of the room. " .. .I think we
have a visitor."
She looked over too. Her face fel l and Ed could see the hundreds of calculations spinning
in her head. "Uh, hold this," she said, giving him the knife. She pulled off her bloody clothes and
slipped into a bathrobe. Closing the bathroom door behind her, he could sti l l hear the goings ons.
It was the c lerk girl, her voice smal l , "You . . . you forgot to pay . . . miss . . . "
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"Oh, sorry, we were in a bit of a hurry," Janet said, " You should have called sooner ! "
"Phone ' s broken . . . "
"Well, either way, I can--"
"Uh, no, no ! Just. . . uh, pay later or in the mo rning! Good night ! "
I t sounded l ike she vanished pretty quickly. Janet returned soon after. " You know, I don ' t
think I ' ve ever seen someone ' s face get so red in such a short span of time," she said.
"How long do you think she ' d been standing there?"
"Well . . .we ' l l be o ut of town tomorrow anyway . Could be worse. S he could have heard
about the knife instead. And hey ! " she cheerfully added, "This j ust means that our little play
worked! You' re not a bad actor, you know."
Now that he was freely bleeding out, he was starting to feel woozy, "I ' d like to thank the
academy . . .

"

"You should be mending up pretty soon now that that thing ' s out. Then we can go from
there. Agreed?"
"Agreed."
And it was true. Once the offending obj ect was gone, his side patched up fairly quickly,
and it seemed that it had never been there at all . After struggling to get himself steadied enough
to wash off (and wash out the blood from the bathtub ) , he poked his head out and found that
Janet had left and returned with their things. She was lazing on the bed, her hair hanging off the
edge. How she could muster the courage to go out there in front of the clerk, he would never
know .
"Braver than the marines," he said.
"Oh, it was nothing. How you feeling?"
He shrugged, "Could be worse. I ' m clean, at least. "
"Well, I ' m tired. I t ' s been a long night."
"You' re telling me . . . " he said, "Could you toss me my stuff?''
She did so. He left the door cracked open while he changed. "Do you think we went too
far with the bit?" he asked.
" What makes y o u say that? Oh, did you get all the blood washed out?"
"I dunno, I think we may have traumatized that c lerk girl . And yeah, I ' ve got it, don ' t
worry ."
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"That ' s good. B ut, I don't think we traumatized anybody ,'' she replied, "j ust flustered her
a bit, which was the plan, right? I know PDA like that can be kind of embarrassing to watch.
Embarrassing or sympathetic, depending on who ' s watching. It' s kind of cute, isn' t it? Young
love?"
Looking in the mirror, he noticed how much that old scar sti l l showed. He covered it up
and pushed it to the back of his mind, as he always did. He yawned and went to turn off the
lamp. "It can be. "
"I find i t pretty endearing anyway ," she said, "I once knew someone who was j ust head
over heels for somebody. It was absolute puppy l ove, but it was so very sweet. I think, if they
ever got the chance, they would have been taken by the real thing . . . and what about you, Eddie?"
He was already half wrapped up in the blankets, "What about me?"
"Have you ever been in love?"

"I honestly couldn ' t tell you," he said, "May be. But, it couldn ' t reall y go anywhere
anyway, given that I died and all . "
"How terrible . . . but, you' ve already got a lot o f love. Don't forget that."

"I know. Why bring it up?"
She briefly wrapped her arms around him, " S ome people don ' t know. I like you too much
to risk you being one of them . "
He smiled to himself. It vaguely occurred to him that Janet took on a n unfamiliar
melancholy when she ' d said that. Some people don ' t know . . . he wondered who she was thinking
of. But, all things considered, it was a thought for later in the morning, and he placed it to the
side , as he always did, before drifting off to sl eep.

Idea 3 7

A continuation of the above situation, in which Ed runs into a n oldfriend
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repl ace him with a different less bac kstory - r e l c vant charackr or o therwi se c h a n g e this point up
entirel y . )

The next morning, Ed was relieved to be passed the whole mess, but this relief quickly
passed when he remembered to check his things before they left their room.
"The kid took my wallet . "
Janet held the knife carefully, turning i t over i n her hands i n some form of forensics, Ed
figured. "How much was in it?"
"Well, the joke ' s on him, that wallet had jack in it! I ' ve been around big cities long
enough to know where you keep important things. the only thing in my wallet was . . . " he had a
sinking feeling. "My photos" he finished weakly .
"Incriminating photos?"
He shook his head, "Nah, some pictures of friends . . .! always meant to leave them at home
since they ' re getting so old, but I never did. Guess they ' re gone forever. Oh well . . . very poetic, I
guess."
She stood, "No need for defeat! I wanted to go find our friend and give this back to him,"
she said, holding up the knife as she wrapped it in a thick scarf before placing it in her bag,
"Then we can get your wallet back and get to our train in record time . Easy ."
"You say that, but I don ' t think we ' re ever going to see o l ' Artful Dodger ever again," he
said.
"You ' d be surprised. It' s a small world. you know.''
The morning clerk (from Ed ' s estimation, an older man who ' d been working there for a
long time) had apparently been made aware of the arrangement Janet made the night before, and
he and Janet had a cheery conversation that involved a lot of selectively deleted information.
Janet never lied, but as long as Ed had known her, she ' d gotten very good at not telling the full
truth .
While this was happening, he noticed a somewhat familiar face outside. It was the
scrappy teenager from the night before . Small world ! They locked eyes and the kid ran for cover.
He wasn't going to get away that easily .
Ed slipped quietly out of the lobby into the morning dew, and spotted the kid peeking out
from behind one of the building· s pillars . H e ' d made a quick plan of how to deal with this kid.
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He ' d known a lot of kids like him, and most of the time, they weren't really bad kids. The
exception was kids who actually stabbed you, those kids probably needed to know that you
couldn't just do that . He knew how to bring out the intimidation, and was raring to go when the
kid just stepped out himself.
"Uh, hey . Glad you're alive ! " he said, and he held out the wal let, 'Tm . . . here to give this
back. Boss says I couldn't take it from you."
Ed was speechless. " . . . thanks?"
The kid shoved h i s hands in his pockets, shi fting awkwardly from side to side. Yeah, Ed
had seen a lot of kids like thi s . They used to hang around the clinic. old and young, they ' d come
through to get patched up when going to the hospital wasn 't an option.
Still, the kid did stab him, and he wasn't ready to forgive h im for it j ust yet.
"And the boss wants to see you," the kid added.
He put his righteous anger on the backburner for a second, " Wait, what?"
"He says you know each other?"
"We do . . . ?"
It was at this moment that Janet returned to the situation. "Oh, found our friend, huh?
What'd I tell ya?"
"Says his boss wants to see me.'' Ed said.
"Well, how about it?" she turned to the kid, "I' ve got something for you too once we get
there. I ' d like to meet your boss as well . "
Somewhat reluctantly, the k i d started to lead them out into the city. When E d figured that
he was out of hearing distance, he leaned over to Janet. "You sure about this?"
"Nothing we can ' t deal with," she replied, '" sides, I ' d l ike to have a talk with someone
who sends out the youth to do dirty work l ike this."
She had that look in her eyes again and Ed knew that there ' d be hell to pay for whoever
this "boss" was. He had to wonder what kind . This was the sort of expressly i l l egal stuff that was
probably best dealt with by professionals. Technically, they

kind.

were

professionals, yes, but not

that

Though, if he had to split hairs about it , he'd h ave to admit that he knew enough about this

kind of subj ect to know how to deal with it. To some extent, anyway . Janet was probably
banking on this .
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Eventually, they c ame to an abandoned storefront. The kid looked around for a second,
broke the lock, and slipped in. Ed and Janet followed. It was the dusty bones of a retail
establishment-- empty counters, empty shelves, and an empty feeling overal l . It was the kind of
place that urban explorer types would have found fairly mundane, but Ed got the creeps from it
anyway .
"I ' ve got ' im ! " the kid exclaimed to the emptiness.
A voice responded in kind . It had a deep, crackling sound, ''Great j ob , Sammy ! Stick
around, I ' ve got to talk to you more l ater."
And with the voice appeared a spirit-- an old man in a nice suit, casually leaning against
the counter. The entire room seemed to light up and Ed recognized him instantly .
"Frank! What ' re you doing down here, man ? ! "
H e l aughed and clapped him on the shoulder (as much as a spirit could anyway),
"Couldn't help but wander, Eddi e ! I wanted to see where my old pocket knife ran off to and lo
and behold, I find this group of knuckleheads. Wel l , somebody ' s gotta keep ' em in line, right?"
Ed felt an overwhelming relief. In spite of h imself, he couldn 't stop smiling. "I thought
you ' d passed on years ago .''
"Well, I probably will next year. I felt the compulsion to do one last thing before I left.
Call it returning a lot of old favors at once. When S amuel here came back to check about that
wallet, I knew it was yours and told him to take it right back and get you over here to see me.
How're you doing? H ow ' s Lou-Anne?"
Before he could say anything in response, Janet poked into the conversation, holding up
the knife, "I have a question. Were you the one who told Samuel to use this?"
Frank looked at it and then back to Samuel, who was trying and fail ing to look like h e ' d
never seen the thing in h i s life . "Kid you ' re awful l ucky y o u happened t o try that on
.

this

guy,

else we ' d have to deal with that. Serrated too?! Where ' d you even get that? ! Don't worry, we ' ll
talk, we' ll talk, let me have this first though . "
H e turned his attention back t o Ed, "You know, I haven't heard anything from either of
you lately. I mean, I ' ve been dead and all, but that never stopped anybody from the old guard,
did it?"
The glow of familiarity faded some, and Ed l owered his voice, "I ' d rather talk about this
in private."
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He narrowed his eyes at him. I n age, Frank had gotten a lot better at reading people.
Better l ate than never, Ed supposed. With an uncharacteristic tact, he nodded. "Alright, our
friends ' l l hold down the fort. C ' mon, I know a spot."
The spot in question was a portion of the room off to the side . It was good for private
conversation in plain sight. Ed told him what was g oing on.
"Really? That ' s a shame . . . but, no need to be so glum ! Means we can all go together after
all ! Took long enough. I guess these things really d o work out in the end, don ' t they?"
Over the course of the conversation, Ed started to notice a few things . He noticed that
Frank never really changed all that much, first of al l . The sharpness of his features, the
brightness in his eyes, the cadence of his voice, and the way he talked with his hands, none of
these things had changed. It was only that he' d gotten older and, amazingly, a little wiser. Over
the years, they stil l saw each other every now and again. In and out of trouble, always in and out
of trouble, different kinds of trouble, but trouble nonetheless. He wondered what it would have
been like if he ' d made it out alive.
Ed shook his head.
"You' re not coming?"
"I don' t know. I really don' t. I guess I ' m not fully healed yet . "
"It ' s been half a century already ! "
" You think I don' t know that, Francis?" he said, with more bite than h e meant. He backed
off, "I know that, I really do . . . but, you've got your unfinished business and I ' ve got mine ."
There was a somewhat uneasy silence. A disconnect.
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"So you went and moved y ourself to Bosto n. huh? Whole kit and kaboodle?"
Janet nodded, messing with her keys as they walked towards her apartment, "Yeah, took
a bit, but I ' ve got everything moved over. I felt it was time for a change, ya know? I love New
Orleans, but I ' d been there for a few years now, and you know how you have to move every few
,
years or so and all. .
"I ' d think Boston' s a bit of a shift though," Ed said, " like , waaay big shift."

"I don't mind the change. How' s Philly, by the way?"
He smiled, "It ' s nice. I have good company , at least."
She found and held the main key firmly, tapping her foot as they waited in the elevator.
"And the ballet?"
"I ' ve been to a couple of rehearsals. It' s goo d. ' Ms. Spiegel has a new assistant' they say ,
and I haven't said anything against it."
She laughed, "So I take it she ' s alright then?"
"She told me she won ' t die ' til opening night. We ' re p lanning to haunt it all dramaticlike."

" We !"
"It was her idea," he said, "but. I like it enough to go along with it."
Janet shook her head, "You two are a menace, you know that? An absolute menace."
"We ' re only bowing at curtain call, nothing crazy . "
"Oh, are you heading out then?"
He paused for a moment. " We l l . . .no. Lou and I talked about it already. I don't think I ' ve
fully recovered yet. So, I ' l l stick around for awhile longer, but I ' l l happily see her off."
"Well, if it' s anything, you look a lot better.'' she said. "Now, I do need your help with
some boxes . . . "
Janet ' s new apartment was a c lean, fresh-feeling place. Its windows overlooked the city
in a nice way, and overall it seemed to be the kind of place that would make any coffee shop
hipster green with envy. In spite of Janet' s claims. Ed found that the place was already pretty
well set up.
"I don't know what y ou need me for," he said, " looks like y o u ' re almost done."
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"Ah, you' ve caught m e , " she said, " I wanted you t o visit too . Y o u know I prefer some
conversation on the day-to-day, and Henry never picks up while he ' s riding or on a case, which
is most of the time . How you ever stay in contact with him, I ' ll never know."
"The modern miracle of instant messaging?"
"Smartalec. It' s not as fun as talking, but fai r ' s fair, I suppose. Can you take one of those
boxes over there?''
He started sorting through a box of clothes, and paused when he came to a few familiar
items. " . . . aren' t these mine?''
"Oh. . . yes," she said, "Do you remember, last month, I was over and helping you pack up
some of your old stuff to donate?"
"Yeah, but I thought you were gonna drop ' em off when you left Philly . Were you really
going to donate them or. . . ?"
"No, no, I ' m donating them, j ust not in the way you think. "
E d didn' t remember the last time Janet had been s o dodgy. " . . . why else did you invite me
here?"
Before she could respond, he heard a voice coming from another room, followed by the
person it belonged to shuffling in, rubbing their eyes, "Hey, Jeanette, do you-- ah! " the pale
figure j ust as quickly vanished back from whence they came.
Ed dropped what he was do ing and went over to her. "Hey, Janet? Hey,

Janet?" he

lowered his voice, "Is that who I think it is?"
"Shhh, don't worry. Yes, I invited you for another reason, and yes, he ' s the reason," she
turned her attention to the other room, "You don' t have to hide, Quincy, we ' re all friends here."
Slowly, the figure returned. It really was Quincy. He looked like he ' d j ust woken up. Ed
had to take a few moments to process current events . H e ' d never seen him in living color before,
but there weren' t many differences between this and how he appeared as a spirit. He was sti l l a
sl ight, pale thing, fl axen-haired, his eyes a river-water green. Either way, he still reminded Ed of
a baby deer, even more so now because the clothes he was currently wearing were obviously too
big for him.
"Donated, huh?"
"They ' re comfortable."
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In the end, he really didn' t care about the clothing. There were more pressing matters at
hand. "What ' s the situation?"
It was at thi s point that Quincy, at a cautious distance and leaning on the side of the
couch, spoke up, 'T m, uh, staying here for awhile for my . . . therapy?"
"'We can do that?" Ed asked.
'·Give us a moment, " Janet said, and she pul led E d into another room, "I assure you that I
can perfectly explain this situation."
"I mean . . . you don't really have to

explain

it to me, I ' m not confronting you, I ' m j ust

confused," He said, "I thought you said that Quincy was super unqualified to act as a revenant."
"I did, because he is," she said, '"this is a different situation. You' ve seen what spirits can
be like . Being in that kind of state for a who le century can kinda--" she tapped her temple, "It ' s
the same concept a s revenant-ing, but a different app lication and a few different specifics. "
"So . . . ?"
"So he ' s staying here with me for awhile until he recovers, easy-peasy. I ' ve blessed the
apartment, that ' s why he ' s corporeal here. Unfortunately. that form is limited to this area . . . but, I
already talked that over with him, so if s settled. I might try and figure something out so he can
get out of the house once he ' s in better health."
Ed nodded slowly, taking this all in, "Oookay. I think I got it. Still, took me o ff guard
there. I hope it goes wel l , I suppose . . . what ' d you need me for?"
She shrugged, "I mean . . . you ' re a person. I thought maybe it ' d be nice for you two to get
to know each-other a little better. I mean, Quincy ' s literally missed one hundred years of history,
the new millenium and everything ! I t ' s got to be overwhelming, so I thought maybe slowly
introducing him to new people would help. That, and I ' ve been trying to find somebody who can
give him the help he needs, and I haven 't had a who le lot of l uck j ust yet, and Eddie, you know
about these things, right?"
"Good God, you sound like you got a new puppy ."
"Ahhh, I know, I ' ve never done this kind of thing before ! "
" I haven't done anything like this either ! " he repl ied, "and that goes fo r that kind of
therapy too . I can talk people down, Janet, but I ' m not a full-blown therapist. Still, I guess . . . "
Ed ran a hand through his hair, "Let me think . . . how about we get some things settled out.
How's he been so far? H o w long ' s it been?"
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"Few weeks now, slept straight through the first two. He's better than before, but that's
not a high bar you know," she said, "He sleeps a lot, doesn' t eat-- not that he needs to, but even
so. He seems interested in things , but doesn ' t act on that interest. Still, his overall psychological
condition has improved with the removal of physical aspects . It ' s all mental now, which isn ' t any
more difficult, but it' s

definitely something that ' s

in our power to deal with. I know I can't do a

whole l ot, but I want to do what I can, you know?"
Ed sighed, "Well, you' ve got the medical stuff down, anyway. But, you know, I ' m happy
to help if you need it. Thanks for clearing some things up. I wish you told me sooner though.
I ' d ' ve pitched in for some clothes that fit. We said no more secrets, remember?"
"Right, no more secrets." She affectionately patted his shoulder, "Thank s , Ed, I really do
appreciate it."
"And listen," he said, "I know a couple people who could probably help out. I don' t
know about the area, but I d o know some people. I ' ll look ' em up and see if they can do
anything. And you know, you should have some faith in yourself. Y ou got him out of there, you
can keep him out."
She laughed a little, "Now I know why Henry hoarded you all those years. You really a
gem, Eddie, an absolute gem . "
"Awful high praise, there, but I ' ll take the compliment," h e said , " D o you want m e t o talk
to Quincy?"
"I ' d like you to stay for di1mer, see if we can get him to eat something . "
"Not after a couple of weeks, Janet. "
"I can dream, can ' t I? B ut, i f you want to tal k to him, b e m y guest . "
E d went to open the door and saw a shadow scurry away from i t .

moment, he

So much for giving us a

thought. B ut, he couldn ' t blame him. Janet was right . It was a lot to deal with, and

good lord he could scarcely imagine being in Quincy ' s position. If it were him, he'd probably
have lost it by now.
He saw him back by the couch, standing awkwardly, trying to pretend that he hadn ' t
heard th e entire conversation and that i t wasn ' t bothering him at all . You didn't need any level of
clairvoyance to see that. Ed walked over and gave him a gentle, reassuring smile.
"Would you l ike to talk?"
He was quiet for a time, l ike he wasn' t used to speaking, "sure ."
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Ed led him over to a seat by the window. Janet, for her part, gave a brief wave, say ing
"I ' ll be right back," as she stepped out to errands unknovm. Ed fi gured she was probably afraid
she ' d make a misstep and mess the whole thing up. He couldn ' t blame her for that either, not
when she ' d spent the better part of a century trying to fish this spirit out of the river.
"It' s a beautiful day ," Ed said.
"I suppose it is," he stared off into the mi ddle distance, past the horizon line. Eventually,
he spoke again, "It ' s a lot different from how I remember it. "
"It i s . Beautiful town though, isn ' t it?"
"I suppose . "
There was a silence between them. He noticed that Quincy would glance a t him from
time to time, in a sort of embarrassed way . He noticed too slight tension in his throat. Eventually,
whatever he was trying to say finally came out.
" l ' m . . . flattered that angel s would take the time to look after me like this."
Angels? Plural? Oh !
He laughed a little, "I think you ' re mistaken. I ' m completely human, though I wil l take
the compliment."
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The hospital was a nice enough place, Ed thought, seemed . . . clean. Over the course of his
career, he ' d been in many hospital s, but that didn ' t mean he ever felt comfortable with them.
Ironic, maybe, given that he grew up right above a c linic, but even so. M aybe it was j ust that the
clinic had been so much smaller. He could deal with a few people at once, but hundreds? No, it
was too much. It was downright stifling, and for the longest time he could never really explain
why . Now that he knew a little better, he figured it was because everyone else felt the same way .
It was all too much.
Ed steadied himself against one of the wall s in the lobby . Thi s was fine. It was all fine.
Well , it wasn't, not really , but it would be. It was just nerves. He cradled the bouquet carefully.
A dozen white roses . . . maybe he went a little overboard. They did smell nice though. He figured
she ' d like that. Wait, but, maybe not, it was in her

lungs, the thing,

so would the pollen make it

worse? Should he have gotten anything at all? It was the principle though, so maybe it ' d be
okay? Maybe he should j ust go home . . .

C 'mon, Edward, pull yourself together,

he thought. Nerve s . Maybe he should have asked

Janet to come . . . but, she had a patient of her own to deal with . He took a deep breath. Fresh
flowers weren't a bad gift, and she ' d get the drift anyway . Provided all was wel l . He hadn't
heard from her recently, and he wondered . . . forget what he wondered.
He put on a brave face and smiled genially at the receptionist when he asked for the room
number. It was all very hush-hush, he knew, Lou wanted to avoid all the fuss and bluster and

tabloids

and all those things. H e accepted directions gratefully and tried to hide the fact that he

felt close to fainting. It hadn' t even been half an hour . . .
But, he would b e fine. He j ust had to steady himself some, and h e would b e fine . Nobody
liked hospitals, he wasn ' t the only one feeling this way. That might have been part of the
problem, but it did make him feel a little less alone. Technology aside, hospitals really hadn 't
changed much in recent years. Ed was pretty sure he ' d been here before, and he was pretty sure
that they were still running the exact same MASH re-runs that they had before. He stopped to
watch for awhile.
It was an episode about the spirit of a fallen soldier, monologuing about the evils of war
and the like . Ed couldn't help but wonder why nobody seemed to be picking him up . Oh, well, it
was j ust a show. And it made him think

well, it could be worse, you could be out in a warzone

somewhere. Count your blessings, Ed, count your blessings.
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And it also made him think
Before finally thinking

don 't measure your misery either!

why are you dragging your feet so much ?

Hadn' t he already taken the summer to prepare himself? He should have been okay by
now, but it seemed that everything decided to gang up on him right before the event itself. He
needed to pull himself together already, be a person when he talked to her and not a shaking,
sobbing mess.
"Easy, easy . . . " he murmured to himself, "you' ll be alright, you' ll be alright . . . "
And he knew he would be, but it didn ' t make it any easier

now.

There was a terrible

aching in his chest, but he would be alright, so he j ust had to steady himself and get through it.
And oh how much he wanted to see her . . .
He stood in front of her door and took a deep breath.

You will be .fine,

he thought, you

are

calm and capable and you have done this countless times.
He knocked, and a voice answered, weak, but audible, "Come in. "
She was frailer than last time, much frailer, but h e supposed h e shouldn't have been so
surprised. In sickne ss or in health though, it was sti l l Lou-Anne, through and through, and even
in age and illness, he recognized the shape of her hands, the color of her eyes, and the smile she
gave him. Still, something seemed . . .
He ignored it, " Hey , Lou. How are you doing?"
"Ah, I ' m alright, I suppose. Could be a lot worse. I ' m managing," she paused. There was
an odd silence between them. " . . . I ' m sorry, but do I know youT
Everything stopped. Well , maybe he should have expected thi s . Maybe he should have
figured that something like this would happen. With her illness, and with the stress, and with just
time and all things to be considered . . . ut, he didn ' t really know what to say . He stood there,
dumbfounded. the flowers hiding his mouth, fraying, fraying, fraying.
"Um . . . um .. .I suppose not,'' he finally managed to get out, "I j ust came by to say . . . to say
that I like your work and I hope you make a full recovery . "
"Mm-hm . . . dozen roses?"
"I heard you liked roses . . . "
He gripped the bouquet harder, trying to keep his fingers steady. It was all too much, just
too much.
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Lou-Anne sighed, "Oh, c ' mon, what ' s that for? Give me a smi l e ! It' s a j oke, you ' re
supposed to

laugh."

" . . . a j oke?"
"Edward, do you really think I ' d go senile in a month?!" she coughed, and settled some,
"Of course I know who you are ! Don't you know a j oke when you--"
He dropped the bouquet, threw his arms around her, and cried.
She returned the gesture, "Oh, Eddie . . . okay, I made a bad j oke. And you still cover your
mouth when you cry , d id you know that? Do you think it' ll keep me from noticing?"
He was a shaking , sobbing mess .
"Good lord," she said, "how long have you been carrying that?"

Some time later, he sat cross-legged at the edge of her bed. The flowers were placed in a
sweet vase, only mildly bruised from the fall . He fidgeted with the edge of his handkerchief.
"You know," she said, "I thought you knew banter. Isn't that how it is? "Oh, do I know
you?" and you ' d say something like "do you?" or " how could you forget?" or the like. B ut, I
guess it' s all pedantic when you get right down to it. Maybe I ' m j ust too old, and all the kids
these days are into new, advanced forms of banter beyond my understanding. "
"Nah, I was j ust stressed out," h e said, "when you told m e y o u were dying and t o come
see you in person, I was preparing for the worst ! I mean, you look sick, but you ' ve still got your
wits about you and everything. "

